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TIME, MEMORY AND HISTORY 


TIME AND MEMORY IN THE DREAM 


- A philosophical Attempt - 
1. Introduction 


In the epoch making analysis of dreams Sigmund Freud (Freud 1900) attempted to 
understand the nature of the unconscious. This has lead him to his famous 
hypotheses about the dynamics, spatial and temporal structure of the unconscious. 


As it is well known he thought that the central power of the human psyche is to be 
found in surpressed, libidinal and aggressive desires from early childhood, which 
had been prevented from satisfaction by feelings of anxiety, shame and guilt. If 
these desires and impulses could be satisfied freely then they would not respect any 
logical, temporal and spatial circumstances, so the conception of Freud. 


Therefore the founder of psychoanalysis concluded, that the unconscious and its 
direct decendant, the latent content of dreams are unlogical, atemporal and non- 
spatial. He thought of the unconscious as an archaic and infantile chaos of desires, 
which is primarily moved by the libido and which is in dreaming as well as in 
waking states of the human psyche structured and adapted only in secondary, i.e. 
kognitive or rational processes to empirical reality. 


Because of the dialectics between the so-called primary processes, which are 
seeking immediate satifaction of desires, and the reality bound secondary processes 
which are able to postpone satisfaction, Freud interpreted not only dreams and 
neuroses, but human life at large as an instable compromise between desire and 
reality, animality and convention, sensuality and reason. This conception has not 
been given up by more recent psychoanalytic theories, like those of Bion, Meltzer, 
Palombo, Leuzinger-Bohleber, Deserno, Segal, Moser, Solms (1988, 1999) and 
others. 


According to this psychoanalytical view the primary processes - which are identical 
with the alledgedly unlogical and atemporal desire of the egoistic libido — are 
dominating the unconscious and its direct product, the latent content of dreams. Is it 


possible to hold on to this psychoanalytic conception of dreams and the 
unconscious in the light of more recent empirical data and a deeper 
phenomenological and logical analysis? My answer is: no. Neither is the 
unconscious in itself completely unlogical and chaotic nor is it purely driven by 
desires nor is it atemporal and nonspatial. 


Rather there are intentional and meaningful powers in the unconscious which are 
not only bringing about and structuring the life of dreams, but also constituting our 
physical, temporal and spatial consciousness in the waking state. Moreover they are 
nourishing and keeping up the vitality of a stream of consciousness which is bound 
to reality (Brandenstein 1975). Even if the unconscious and its dreams are not 
completely unlogical and egoistic, atemporal and unspatial, Freud has touched 
upon something very important in his conception of dreaming. He has discovered 
the fact that the unconscious is not only following a deeply hidden logic of its own, 
but also another kind of temporality. 


e Concerning the logic of dreams we find a logic of symbols and imagery, i.e. 
a logic of a more coherent self-configuration in illustration which is 
dominated mostly by emotional principles of meaning. 


e Concerning the temporal structure of the unconscious we discover a different 
kind of temporality in which the single stations of life do not only appear, 
follow each other and vanish successively (like in the waking state of our 
consciousness), but in a higher presence and concentration of the self which 
somehow contains the whole past. 


It is only in this dimension of time that the self as an all comprehensive and 
transpersonal unity of my personal biography is developing which can be 
characterized as “full consciousness” (Brandenstein 1966, 1975). In the following I 
will make an attempt to describe and argue for some different dimensions of time 
which are constitutive for dreams. Besides the dimension of time in the waking 
state of consciousness there are four other dimensions of time which are presented 
by the life of our dreams. Here they are given in a survey. 


2. Dimensions of time within human consciousness 


l. The time dimension of the waking state (time WS) 


2. The time dimension of the dreaming state or the dreamer itself 
(time DS) 


3. The time dimension of the content of dreams (time DC) 


4. The time dimension of the unconscious (time UC) 


5. The time dimension of the pure duration in waking and dreaming 
(aion time, for example in meditation or in some dreams) 


3. Two examples of dreaming 


In order to lay a fundamental base for my investigation I will give two concrete 
dreams. 


A. The dream about the childhood picture 


A female patient at the age of 60, which has been in therapy because of a severe 
depression, is concerned intensively about her father who died in Budapest during 
the last battles of World War II. According to her mother she has seen him for the 
last time when she was two years old. It is not surprising that she had no inner 
image of her father whom she was longing for - even more so since her mother 
hardly ever spoke of him because of her own suffering. After many hours of 
psychotherapy in which the inner image of her father was becoming more and more 
vivid, she is telling the following dream: 


“T am in my current age of 60 and my father is a soldier in his twenties. Together 
we are looking at a picture on which there are many children. It might have been a 
picture out of my childhood when I went to the kindergarten. I am also among 
these children at the age of 5, blond with curly hair. Again and again my father is 
pointing at one of the children wanting to show me that he has discovered me. But 
again and again I have to correct him and tell him: »No, I am not that child, I am 
this child over here. « After repeating this a couple of times, not without sadness on 
my side, he is finally discovering me and I am very happy about it.” 


B. The dream about Ingulez 


An almost 81-years old patient who is living by herself has been on the geriatric 
station of the internal section of the hospital because of vertigo of unknown origin, 
questionable epileptic attacks, medium heavy depressions and fear of dying. She 
had been kidnapped 1944 by Russian soldiers at the age of 21 shortly after her 
marriage in Romania. She had been in a concentration camp in Siberia for 4 years 
where she had to do very hard work in an iron-ore mine. At the end of all these 
years she had been brought for three months to a death room because of complete 
exhaustion. She did only survive these months because she wanted with all her 
heart to see again her husband and parents. As she came back to Germany she has 
found out that her husband had declared her to be dead and he had married again. 
After the war she had surpressed her experiences during these years in Russia and 
she had turned towards her actual struggle for survival. However after a few years 
she started to have bad dreams in which she experienced again her life in the 
concentration camp in Russia. Among these dreams she remembered the following 
dream which she thought of as a “great dream”: 


“T am situated under a great bridge, which is crossing the Ingulez (a huge river in 
Siberia). All prisoners hide under this bridge. The Russians are persecuting us and 
they are shooting at all people until they are dead. I am the only person who 
survives because I pretend to be dead as well remaining among the dead. The 
Russians are leaving. Then I attempt to cross the river on two planks. However I 
am making a wrong step and I am sinking in a horrible dark layer of dirt. I am 
sinking and sinking, but without any fear. I can let myself go and suddenly I am 
ending up in beautiful crystal clear water which is shining bright. Time is standing 
still and I am feeling completely blissful. I think and feel: »Here I would like to 
stay.« Being awake again I regret that I could not have stayed there any longer. 


4. The time structure of the dream itself 


What do both of these dreams tell us about the unconscious, memory and time? 
Certainly they are both presenting a quite coherent time structure, because they are 
composed as a successive sequence of impressions, experiences and actions. 
Perhaps mostly striking is the peculiar dramatic character of the dream experience. 
We may speak about a dramatized time structure, i.e. a time structure which has the 
features of suspense, density, articulation and direction. In fact by closer analysis 
we find a dramatic arch with exposition, climax of suspense, conflict and crisis and 
in both cases with an happy end. In some aspects we may be even reminded of a 
classical Greek drama (Freytag 1993, Jung 2001). 


Although both dreams seem to be quite realistic at first sight and although they do 
contain real and important experiences out of life of both patients, there are some 
rather unreal and even phantastic events. Naturally the first patient knows that it is 
completely unrealistic that she is informing her father about her childhood who is 
even younger in her dream. And the patient of the second dream is telling me that 
there was no such bridge at all across the river Ingulez. Although she always had 
thought about running away from the camp she was not able to do so. 


The complete situation of the first dream and the end of the second dream — the 
risky walk on two planks across the river and the sinking into the shiny bright water 
— are plainly phantastic. We might speak about a phantastic or rather 
phantasmagorical time which is not taking its contents and structure from empirical 
reality, neither physical nor social reality. Naturally, we may wonder who or rather 
what is producing these dramatic and phantastic sequences of scenes in the 
consciousness of the dreamers? Where is the material of the dream coming from? 
Why are these dreams produced and for which purposes? Do they have any 
meaning or are they merely accidental? 


The density of the composition, the close ties to real life, the intimate meaning and 
the immanent direction of the dream experience and the happy end of the dream 
speak against the accidental character of the dream content just as much as the 
emotional self-involvement of the dreamer. 


However all of this is not sufficient to understand the creative imagination of 
dreaming. For many centuries human beings have always sensed that the 
imagination of dreams means more than they represent on a superficial level. There 
seems to be something which is expressing itself in these visual, acoustic, tactile 
and cinaesthetic perceptions of dreams which is in itself not merely sensual and 
pictorial. Whatever it is, it seems to come out of a “hidden depth” which is hard to 
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understand. As Carl Gustav Jung (Jung 2001) is reporting there are dreams in 
which this dimension of hidden depth is even named in itself. In our two examples 
of dreaming it is not hard to ıdentify the emotional impulses which produce the 
dream experience: 


e In the first dream there is the desire to be identified and recognized by her 
father whom she had lost in early childhood, i.e. to have an inner 
representation of her father at all who is seeing and mirroring her. 


e In the second dream there is the desire to be free, the desire to survive, the 
fear of death and the experiences of having been overwhelmed at first and of 
having luckily survived at last. 


Dreams represent the unity of a sensual and bodily, three dimensional and pictorial 
sequence of events in which an emotional life is expressed that is in itself not only 
of a sensual and physiological nature. This is exactly the way in which Goethe and 
Schelling have defined the nature of symbols: a meaningful image of a concrete 
sensual content which presents a psychological or mental content in an analogical 
way. If this definition is correct then we may speak of a symbolic structure of the 
time of the dream, i.e. of a time with various, but connected layers of stucture and 
meaning. 


When we accept, that the images of dreaming are like containers (Riedel 1997) for 
subjectively meaningful emotions, i.e. desires, affects and moods, but also for 
intentions, plans and goals, conflicts and problems, then we can understand better 
the phantastic character of the dream. Furthermore dreams are not about a mere 
report of events in physical space and time, but about the representation of 
psychological processes with their specific motivation and rhythm, i.e. about the 
sensual formation of representations of the self, the objects and relationships 
(Moser/von Zeppelin 1999; Stern 1992). Like an artist the “dream-organizer” 
(Moser/von Zeppelin 1999) is using all kinds of techniques within the unconscious 
— according to Freud techniques of condensation, shift, symbolization and phantasy 
not without jumps, shifts and changes of time. 


It is very important to grasp the relationship between sensually perceivable scenes 
within the dream and the non-sensual meaning of them. Freud (Freud 1900) 
thought that this relationship is merely symptomatic and conventional. This is why 
he spoke about a picturesque riddle or enigma. But the structure of dreams shows 
that merely conventional signs, i.e. the words of a natural language or traffic signs, 
may appear in dreams, but their meanings are often analogical. This means that a 
subjectively meaningful dynamics of the soul, which is in most cases burdened 
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with some conflict that has not been resolved yet is creating an imaginary world, 
i.e. a space, time and a bodily representation which is corresponding to that 
dynamics of the soul. Therefore the non-sensual dynamics is able to represent and 
express adequately itself like in an inner play of gestures which the dreamer is 
watching. If this is true then the relationship between the non-sensual dynamics of 
the soul and the sensual scenes of the dream is not merely conventional, but of an 
internally determined correspondence. There is no difference to artistic production 
which is free on the side of the artists own choices, but unfree in the way it has to 
be finished in order to be complete. There are laws of production and expression. 


5. The time structure of the dreaming-consciousness 


On the background of the time structure of the dream experience we can now 
investigate the second dimension of time, the time of the dreaming person. As it 
has been recognized by many before who did research about dreaming, in the 
experience of the dreamer the present moment and the immediate future are 
dominating and the future is mostly experienced as under suspence or even as 
dangerous. The passing of the dream experience itself however is immediately 
vanishing into the unconscious such that we cannot speak either about any past 
which is going beyond the dream or about any long term future. Nevertheless we 
cannot discover any timelessness, as Dieter Wyss claimed (Wyss 1988). Although 
the window of time is rather narrow and very concrete, it is always determined by 
some change and never by any pure duration. Furthermore the dreamer is 
experiencing neither a static phantasy nor an hallucination, but rather as mentioned 
by Detlev von Uslar (von Uslar 1990) a real and independent, interactive and 
effective, dynamic and vivid world, which is involving the dreamer and entangling 
him into some series of events. 


Since the creative formation powers of dreaming are to be found in many or even 
most cases in deeper, unconscious and unsolved conflicts of affects and complexes, 
the dreamer is looking within the dream at himself in an objectifying, but 
perceptual way. When dreaming the dreamer is looking into a mirror, so to speak 
into the mirror of the landscape of himself. Since it is happening unavoidably and 
since the dreamer is enchanted, Jean-Paul Sartre (Sartre 1994) spoke about “the 
magic fatalism” of the dreaming experience. However when we are looking into the 
mirror, what is dominating is not the past, but our present state, the actual situation 
of our self, maybe also the immediate future, i.e. the next possible or still prevented 
step of development. Therefore it cannot be the mirrored dream consciousness of 
the dreamer which is producing the dream and looking into the mirror. But who or 
what is producing the dream for which purpose? 


6. The origin of the dream, the life-time memory and the structure of the 
unconscious 


According to Freud “condensation”/Verdichtung is the well-known phenomenon 
that in dreams very often recent experiences, like from the day before, are viewed 
and formed together with experiences of the past, often even from the childhood 
and youth. This phenomenon is leading us to the origin and source of dreaming 
because there are experiences which the awoke dreamer can never remember 
actively. There are sunk so deeply into the unconscious without having gone lost. 
Therefore it seems that there must be some all encompassing life-time memory in 
which everything that has been ever experienced is contained to some extent and 
used selectively for the concrete formation of dreams. 


Selection however requires a selective mechanism which can inquire the content of 
the life memory simultaneously. The material of the memory is not only stored, but 
instantly reformed and enriched. Therefore the life memory is not only a dusty dead 
cabinet, but rather an ever present and creative life within the depth of the psyche. 
As Carl-Gustav Jung (Jung 2001) realized it is participating in the consciousness of 
the sleeping and waking state. It is even constituting and nourishing the waking 
state every morning with a continuous stream of consciousness. What we are 
calling “implicit memory” is rooted in this life-time memory which seems to be 
familiar with my life and being and therefore is able to confront me with some of 
my open, incomplete, unresolved or even surpressed aims and goals. 

There are a few conclusions I would like to draw from this: 


(1.) The unconscious cannot be of purely blind and impulsive nature (as Freud saw 
it). It must be (like) an intentional and knowing entity since it is able to create such 
an adequate and fitting symbolic drama of me and my situation. 


(2.) Since the unconscious is able to use and integrate simultaneously all or at least 
many of the experiences of my life it cannot be completely determined by the real 
past, but through an ever lasting presence into an open future. But this does not 
mean that the unconscious is an eternal and absolute being, as Jung sometimes 
seems to think. To the opposite we can recognize signs of change, growth and 
maturing, but also of deformation and pathology, i.e. of becoming in the 
unconscious and in the dream. 


(3.) The unconscious must be of individual and personal nature, because it is 
familiar with me and my own life and it is able to confront me with myself. Being 
of intentional and knowing character it cannot be merely an impersonal energy, a 
physical drive or a collective unconscious. 
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(4.) Within the unconscious there must be the ability and the intention to correction, 
growth and maturing of the soul. Or, as Georg Christoph Lichtenberg once has put 
it out (Mauser 2000), there must be an “inner Socrates” at work. Therefore 
dreaming is like the socratic maietic-method, i.e. a midwifery of the self through 
the self itself. 


(5.) The unconscious cannot ever be fully represented within the human psycho- 
physical consciousness, but it is necessarily “excentric” (Plessner 2000) or 
“transcendent”, i.e. beyond the possibility to be ever experienced completely. 


The time of this deep realm of the human soul is neither the same time as the time 
of the things and events in the physical world nor the same time as the time of the 
waking state which is determined through forgetting. The time of the unconscious 
must be some wider, active and auto-poetic, i.e. self-creating and self-forming time 
of a subjective self. This subjective self despite of its temporal succession must 
contain at its core some time preserving and time comprehensing and in this sense 
trans-temporal potential. 


The previous three time dimensions explained so far are next to the biographical 


time of the waking state the most important time dimensions of human existence. 
However they are not the only possible time dimensions. 
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7. About the interpretation of dreams and the possibility of the pure 
changeless duration 


Perhaps you are wondering why I have not given yet a deep-psychological 
interpretation of both dreams - especially since I have emphasized the symbolic 
character and the meaningfulness of dreams? 


The main reasons are these: 


(1.) Iam convinced that each decent interpretation of a dream has to start with a 
careful, well tuned and unprejudiced analysis of the manifest dream together with 
the dreamer. The phenomenological work on the dream is standing at the 
beginning, as Medard Boss (Boss 1974) emphasized towards Freud, in order to 
avoid arbitrariness as well as dogmatism within the interpretation. 


(2.) Other than according to Freuds rather atomistic conception of dreams the 
singular images and symbols are less important than the narrative and dramatic 
coherence of the dream. 


(3.) The deep symbolic meaning of the dream can only be understood on the basis 
of a subtle familiarity with the personality of the patient, her current situation and 
the story of her life. Only then the techniques of association and amplifikation are 
Just at place. If we are concerned about all of this, we might interprete both dreams 
carefully like this: 


(a.) The first dream would perhaps say to the dreamer: 


“Tf you want to get clear with the early death of your father, then you have to 
develop an inner image of your father from what you know about him. That is hard 
work, takes a lot of time and is leading to many disappointments, but in the end it is 
wearthwhile and you may enjoy a deep and lasting satisfaction.”” 


(b.) The second dream would say: 


“Even ifthere are aporetic situations in life — like now in old age and close to death 
— in which you cannot help yourself any more and which are leading to “your 
sinking”, there is a timeless dimension of happiness in “your depth” which remains 
untouched by it and which is only revealed by going through the darker areas of the 
stream of life and by letting go one’s own wordly ego. At the bottom of your 
stream of life there is not a nihilating and destructive consumption of time 
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(Zeitigung as in Martin Heidegger’s Sein und Zeit, 1927), but a time-transcending 
life, a beautiful, joyful and perfect life.” 


To dismiss this inner experience of happiness like Freud as an infantile and 
hallucinatory reminiscence of intra-uterine and early symbiosis with the mother, is 
not very convincing, because both patients are experiencing their dreams in a way 
in which this is not possible for the baby, namely in an active, committed and 
reflected way. 


Freuds infantilization of all dream experiences is also not convincing because of 
the courage and patience with which both patients fight against their 
disappointments and overwhelming threats. Both patients work on the clarification 
about and interpretation of the dreams and they conceived of them as evident and 
helpful. The second patient even could relate her dream and our common 
interpretation to her current situation: 


“At the age of 80 years, alone and very ill, I stand in front of my unavoidable 
sinking, in front of death, and thus before my absolutely necessary task, to let go 
myself and my life. Nevertheless I am confident that I am somehow well looked 
after in Being and that I do not fall into a meaningless Nothing. This is also what 
the image at the end of my dream is telling me.” 


This is how she was lead to the existential insight into the mystery of the blissful 
timelessness by a dream in the actual “Grenzsituation” (border-situation, Jaspers 
1947) of having to die, the insight that with the end of all time all the trouble and 
all the suffering will also end. With a hint towards this fourth time dimension in 
which time as such seems to be cancelled I would like to end my presentation about 
time, dream and memory. 
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THE DREAMS 


l. The dream about the childhood picture 


“T am in my current age of 60 and my father is a soldier in his twenties. Together 
we are looking at a picture on which there are many children. It might have been a 
picture out of my childhood when I went to the kindergarten. I am also among 
these children at the age of 5, blond with curly hair. Again and again my father is 
poiting at one of the children wanting to show me that he has discovered me. But 
again and again I have to correct him and tell him: »No, I am not that child, I am 
this child over here. « After repeating this a couple of times, not without sadness on 
my side, he is finally discovering me and I am very happy about it.” 


2. The dream about Ingulez 


“T am situated under a great bridge, which is crossing the Ingulez (a huge river in 
Siberia). All prisoners hide under this bridge. The Russians are persecuting us and 
they are shooting at all people until they are dead. I am the only person who 
survives because I pretend to be dead as well remaining among the dead. The 
Russians are leaving. Then I attempt to cross the river on two planks. However I 
am making a wrong step and I am sinking in a horrible dark layer of dirt. I am 
sinking and sinking, but without any fear. I can let myself go and suddenly I am 
ending up in beautiful crystal clear water which is shining bright. Time is standing 
still and I am feeling completely blissful. I think and feel: »Here I would like to 
stay.« Being awake again I regret that I could not have stayed there any longer. 
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